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Prexy 
Nesbitt 
Anti-apartheid writer, teacher, 
lecturer and consultant 
Pray Nesmtl came of age with both the civil-rights movement in the U.S. and the 
anti-colonial , anti-aparlheid struggles in South-
ern Nrica. His teachers included Marlin luthtr 
King and a veritable Who's Who in tht Nrican 
liberation movements. Ht heackd up the first 
South Nrica ditlf!stmtnl campail{71 while on staff 
at t>u Amm·can Commilltt on Nn'ca (ACOA ) 
Tht 45-y,ar-o/d Chicago nativt now serves as a 
consultant to the government of Mozambique and 11,u•, N ,i. .. ,..,. 
u~s in New Hatlf!n r,centlyas J,orl of a sp,alting tour sponsored by th, Mozambique SupJ>orl Networlt . 
Your family'• church, War• 
ren Avenue Congregational, 
WH a hotbed of actlvi,m In the 
'601. Wh11t mark did that leave 
on you? 
h shaped me very much because 
the church was a pioneering church , 
one of the lint integrated inner-city 
rhurches in Chicago, which is really 
the northern suburbs of Missis-
sippi . It was the base lor Martin 
Luther King"s open housing drive: 
membten wrre also very active in 
the anti-war movement . Many of 
the peo~ who came out of that 
church are activists today. It ns 
also where I met Eduardo Mond-
lane, the founder of Fretimo (the 
b1>eration movement that led the 
anti-colonial struggle against the 
Portuguese in Moiambique end is 
currently the ruling party then!). 
H~ was ,,.,,,,,ing his doctor:ite in 
anthropology at Northwestern Uni• 
versity, and he married his wife, 
Janel , in our church . 
How much time have you ,pent 
in Africa? 
I've been 18 times . In 1965 I went 
from Antioch College to the Univer-
sity of Dar Es Salaam in Tanzania . 
I was the first Afro-American . and 
the first foreign student , al that 
university. Tanzania was alive .. . it 
was the quintessence of the '60s -
liberation struggles and revolution-
ary change . Mondlane was there . 
and Amibr Cabral lusassinated 
le~der of !hf' ~nti-Portuguese stru11• 
gle in Guinea -Bissau!, A11ostinho 
Neto, the first president of Angola . 
Che Guevara. Ruth First and Joe 
Slovo I white anti-apartheid leaders 
from South Africa whose story WllS 
told in the lilm A World Apor(J . She 
was assas~inated a few year5 aJIO. 
And J.B. Marks , the leader ol the 
HMS gold miners' strike in Sooth 
Africa . These were peo~ who 
fo~d you . In their presence you 
watched hiatory untold . 
You got In on the ground Ooor 
of the dlveetment campaign. 
How would you judge the 1uc• 
ce11 of that effort? 
In 1977 and '78 I was in charge of 
the ACOA's Committee to Oppose 
Bank Loans to Sooth Africa. The 
bank campaign represents one or 
the signal successes of the anti-
apartheid movement in the U.S. 
The 6nt truly significant withdraw-
als of money came from progres• 
sive unions in New York City in 
1977. The latest figures indicate 
$40 billion has been moved, either 
bank monies withdnwn or money 
divested. 
You've bHn to South Africa 
In your travel,. What wa1 that 
like? 
I was in South Africa iDeplly in 
1983. I ns tremendously im-
pre~ffi:I by the commitment cominR 
oot of the ANC [African National 
Congress) to building a multi,mial 
society. When it's all done, they 
will move toward creatin1 an equi-
table, non-racial society much 
quicker than we will in the U.S., 
because the nature of the struggle 
inside South Africa has compelled 
peo~ to have a tremendous clarity 
about who the enemy is . That 
clarity yet eludes us in the United 
States-and I mean that for black 
'South Africans have 
moved through the 




racialism based on a 
fJrm understanding 
and appredatlon of 
the various mosaics 
of the human race.' 
people and white people . In South 
Africa they have moved through the 
three-fold process of unlearning 
racism, becoming anti-racist , and 
adopting non-racialism based on a 
firm understandin11 and appreciation 
of the various mosaics of the human 
race . 
Mo11t recently, you've been 
working for the jlovemment 
of Moiambique, which achieved 
lndep~denre in 1975 but ho 
been fightln,l for year, agaim1t 
Renamo, a guenil111 group 1up• 
ported by the South African 
government . How would you 
deacribe the 11ituation? 
It 's an ignorf'd story wht'n you have 
a tragedy of the scale that 's hap-
penin11 in Mozambique . A U.S. 
State Department report last year 
indicated a minimum of 100,000 
people killed by these bandits . My 
own estimate is 300,000 to 500,000 
pe~ since 1980 who have died 
direct! y or indirectly due to the 
war. But these people are black, 
so who cares? 
You mean there 11 ail element 
of raci,m In the lack or cover• 
aae? 
Absolutely. A lack of interest leads 
to a lack of reporting. In 1986. -440 
people were killed in a massacre . 
llu-ee months later I talked to a 
producer at 60 Minwtu who said 
. to me, 'We'd like to do a story but 
the death count Isn't bi,h enough.' 
He laid if we had another spectacu-
lar maua<:re, to aive him I tall. 
Off and on we heu • lot ht thf1 
country about the famlnee af. 
fectlng black African, , Why I ■ 
thl1 different? 
What is happening in Mozambique 
is not the result of famine or Oood 
or drought. It is the result of a 
program of war and destabil1tation 
waged by the South African govern-
ment and its allies in the U.S. 
Renamo has between 7,000 and 
-10,000 soldiers, the bulk of whom 
are ludnaped young boys who are 
systematically programmed to kill 
in the most horrific manner po5si -
ble . We have trouble telling Ameri-
can audiences about it lor two 
r~a~ons : many pt"O~ just can ' t 
d~al wilh the horror of it , and also , 
it reinforces racist stereotypes peo · 
pie already have . 
Of blacks killinll black,? 
ExacUy. But it's easier to Wk 
about when you link it to the groups 
and organiiations in the U.S. that 
have ;oined with South Africa to 
1upport the bandits , I just delivered 
1 research paper in Germany that 
listed 59 U.S. organizations and 
individuals that support Renamo 
findudii)g representatives of relig• 
ion , the media and the P'"~"' · 
mentl . : · , · 
There WH a pact a few yeara 
ago in which Mozambique 
agreed to atop harborin11 mem-
bera of the ANC If South Africa 
would 11top 1upportinll Renamo. 
What happened to that? 
That was the Nkomati Accord in 
1984 . Within a year we discovered 
that South Africa had systematically 
viol~ted it. People as hiRh up as 
deputy foreign ministers had gone 
into the camps ol the bandits inside 
Mozambique , giving them instroc• 
lions and arranging for arms ship-
ments . This is why we get so 
annoyed when we read that what 
is 11oing on is a civil war-that helps 
to disguise the real source of this 
kind of terror. and it come~ from 
the No . 1 terrorist state . · 
Former President Rca1111n made 
hiw administration's position 
clear vis 11 ,.;,. Southern Afrko , 
with hi~ policy of "construe• 
th·e engagement" in South 
Africa, hi• 1uppor1 for the 
UNITA rebels in An11ola and 
hi, refusal to condemn Re-
namo. What are you expecting 
from Preeldent Bu1h? 
We are very concerned with where 
the Bush administntion is going in 
terms of Mownbique. He has said 
it's a civil war and he would like to 
see both sides negotiate . This is 
like a rapist askin11 the family of the 
daughter who has been raped to sit 
down with him. If the U.S. 1hould 
decide to do in Mownbique what 
it is doin11 with Angola, Moiam-
bique won ' t survive. Its leaders aay 
the future of their country is · · · 
somehow being determined here 
in the U.S. We need people to . 
become much more informed about 
what la going on. Four mWlon · 
people in Mournbique oot of 12 
million live on the edge o{ starva-
tion: over a mi1lio n people are 
dislocated and tiving in neighboring 
countries : there are 400,000 or-
. phans . Every Mozambican has a 
relative who has been killed by 
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Interview with Prexy Nesbitt, Consultant to the government of 
Mozambique 
,: 
Smith. What early influences in your life caused you to take this 
p u r t i c u 1 a r d ; r 0. c t i o n ·i n t e r rr1 s o f w o r k i n g '{ n t h e a r e a o f r a c i a l r e f o r rn ? 
Nesbitt. I would say that the main influences that caused me to move 
in th~ direction of social change, including structural change in the 
United States were (a) the kind of yalues and (b) the k1nds of com~it-
ments and orientation that I got from my family and their friends. I 
think in many respects I was much of the genre of 11 red diaper 11 babies. 
Only it was not just the influence of politically radical people but it 
was also the influence of religious1y radical people and culturally 
radica1 people. think a great influence was a strong immersion in 
th~ Black culture, exposure very early to the significance of, for 
example, the Marcus Garvey movement (I had uncles who were members of 
the Universal Neg~o Improvement Association); a very strong orientation 
towards and feeling about Africa, a very early exposure to the people 
and organizations in the Black _community who had long been doing pro-
gressive social change work - Paul Robeson, W.E.B. DuBois, Malcolm X. 
I th1nk also that my parents always lived a life of giving and service 
and commitment to change and improving peoples• 11ves. So would say 
those are thG main influences, with one addition. I suspect that, par-
ticularly in the 50s when I went to Antioch College, it very much rein-
forced these orientations and also grounded me in some initial exposure 
to systematic reflection and analysis for social change. 
S !ll i t il • vJ h y d i d y O U C h O O S e A tl t i O C h '? 
Nesbitt. Well, I ha~ a choice. · had football scholarships to Yale 
and Oberlin and Mi chi gun and mo n Py to go to those schools, too. f3ut my 
fa the r had s pent t i m c i n Souther · 1, 0 h i o ( Day to n a n d X e n i a ) . He w a s t tie r c 
. 
,, 
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during the war and Yellow Springs, Ohio was one of the few areas com-
' I 
p1etely ava11ab1~ to Black Americans. It was an open town, It was 
called the 11 oasis in the desert, 11 the desE?'rt being the racism of south-
~rn Ohio. And my father always liked whttt went ori at Antioch College 
in Yellowspr1ngs. went to visit it and visited the other places and 
there was no cho1ce. 1 also like the orientation toward work and 
, 
study. 
Smith. When you were at Antioch, was that the beginning of the student 
movement across the country? 
Nesbitt. Very, very much so. When I was at Antioch it would have been 
from 1962 to 67. I remember the first couple of weeks at Antioch, 
there were two things that happened. Antioch in the 1960s was a 
virtual seatbed of social change. In 1962 when I entered within a 
month of starting classes down in Yellow Springs, one of the things 
that happened was the Cuban Missile Crisis. And I remember very much 
both being amongst the generation of people who were freaked by it. But 
l also remember being in a group which went to Washington and protested 
Kennedy's imposing this embargo on Cuba. And I think we were not many 
protesting that. 
Smith. Any faculty? 
Nesbitt. There were a couple. At Antioch it was very unique because 
there were a number of faculty who were very far-thinking and clairvoy-
ant, politically clcirvoyant people. Ollie Loud, for example, who had 
b c c n t h e O h i o C h a i r m a n o f t h e n \•I a 1 l a c e f o r P r e s i d e n t , 11 t h e 1 9 4 8 
"Wallace for President!! campaign. There v-1ere o1so people like various 
me m b e r s o f t h e d r a m a d e p a r t rn e n t a n ,j t h e l i t e r a t u r e d e p a r t me n t . A m a n 
n a m e d M i c k y M c C 1 e a r y \•I h o h a d s p e n t t i m c i n p r -i s o n w h o w a s v t=: r y m u c h c1 
prcgres~ive tr1inker wr10 taught politicel science. Any nurnr)er of 
7 
people. And they were all also a group of faculty very much committed 
to doing things, not just learning. 
Smith. What were some of the other things you did at Antioch? 
, ' 
Nesbitt. Well, we had a chapter of the Congress of Racial Equality. 
So we protest~d the one institution in Yellow Springs that was still 
segregated. It was a barber shop, it became a very famous protest in 
the 6§-66 period, no the 63-64 period, one that eventually mobilized 
th~ Ohio National Guard to come into Yellow Springs. Many of my 
classmat~s w~re part of the Mississippi summer of 1964. Some of the 
family of Schwerner and Goodman, for example. There must have been 
50~60 students from Antioch's campus of 1800 who all went down to 
Mississippi. I was very much on@ of the people who wns in thnt group 
who was supposed to go but I had a great struggle with my family about 
going and thgn also I got sick and couldn't make it. I did go late to 
Mississippi (after 1964) and spent t 1t10 or three weeks working in 
Mississippi. 
Smith. Was your fam1ly concerned about your safety? 
Nesbitt. Safety, mostly. And also 1t1e didn't have much money and for 
me tc take time out of school to go was also a big concern in terms of 
whether I could get money again to finish school. 
Smith. At some point in your school career, you got involved in 
organizing against apartheid. 
Nesbitt. In 1967, my senior year at Antioch, I had been the previous 
year and a half in Tanzania studying through the Antioch Education 
Abroad program; came back to Antioch and formed the Antioch Committee 
Concerned with Southern Africa. The culmination of that was in my sen-
i o r .Y e a r • ~J c m a r c h e d o n t h e T r u s t e e s ' rn e e t 1 n g p r o t e s t i n g ,1 n d d e m a n cl i n g 
that Antioch, protesting Antioch's investments in companies involved 
D 
with South Africa and demanding that Antioch divest. That would have 
, been in June of 1 67. I think it's one of the earliest reported actions 
on a college campus - !fiiQD!· .We took over the Trustees' meeting. I 
' , 
remember chasing them, a11 through the rain, as they tried to go from 
what they thought was one hidden site to another to try to continue 
their meeting, But we had already scoped all that out. I was the 
l e ad e.r of th a t a c t i o n , s o mJJ c h s o t h a t t e n ye a r s l a t e w h e n Ant i o c h 
finally did divest, they invited me beck to give the keynote commemor-
~ting that action. 
Smith. Did you go back? 
Nesbitt. Yes, I did. 
Smith. What did you say? 
Nesbitt. Definitely~ one of the comments that I made was about the 
length of time (to divest). But I also talked about how I thought that 
even in '77 it would be the beginning of a rising crescendo of divest-
ment. By that time, I was the field staff of the American Committee on 
Africa and was traveling the whole United States initiating other 
divestment activities. Little did I know that those early involvements 
would ultimately lead to some $40 bill ion being moved in the United 
States which is the transfer of a lot of money for essentially moral 
and political reasons. 
By 1977, Antioch finally did divest. It was interesting to me 
because by that time, also> I had made many, many contacts with leading 
trade unionists in the progressive and radical streas of trade unionism 
in New York City. Unions like District #65 of the Distributive 
Workers' Union, #1199 - the Drug and Hospital Workers• Union, the Fur 
and Leather Workers' Union, the Meatcutters 1 Union. Thes~ unions and 
their leadership were amongst the first men who then transferred union 
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bank accounts from banks that were involved with South Africa to South 
. Africa free banks. And I think that was a great influence on ~me. It 
c e r t a i n l y 1 e d m e 1 a t e r , w h i c h w o u l d h a v e , .b e e n i n - I c a n I t r ~ m e m b e r t h e 
exact dates - in essence giving another 3 to 4 years of my 1 ife to 
union organizing. 
Smith. After you got out of school? 
Nesbitt. After I got out of schoo1, after I had been thrown out of 
three different graduate schools. 
Smith. Tell me about your graduation from Antioch. 
Nesbitt. I think you must be r~ferring to the fact that when I grad-
uated, the President gave me a special thanks that I was leaving. The 
President's name actually was James P. Dixon who was known as being a 
real reformer in @ducation ~t that time. In fact, Dixon was a rea1 
wheeler-dealer. I think there were many ways in wh1ch there were 
superficial reform stuff; but there was also alot of involvement that 
we always were very concerned about. He had a close relationship to 
the Peace Corps. And the Peace Corps in the 60s and later~ of course, 
would be involved in CIA activity in Africa and elsewhere and also in 
stamping out dissent against the Vietnam War. 
And Antioch always had these two faces. One was the seeming face 
of compl~tely progressive activity and strong anti-racism; the other 
was the reality of being an institution geared at molding nn elite. In 
fact when I graduated from Antioch, there were only six of us or seven 
in my graduating c1ass who were Black. 
Smith. How many started? 
Nesbitt. There would have been only Jhout n1ne who started. There 
" 
were no american Indians; there was maybe one Puerto Rican brother. 
Antioch in 1967 was ~ust beginning a prooram financed by the Rockefel-
08/ 13/31 l.j: .3 4 l'lHt::.~ CULLt::.bt::. 
1 0 
ler Foundation to bring signific~ntly disadvantaged youth to Antioch . 
. And I remember being on a committee th;:it worked very, very diJigently 
to get that program started. And it rocked Antioch the next four or 
' 
five years when for the first time you had serious numbers of inner-
city Black, Latino, Indian and poor White youth come into these idyllic, 
shady groves of Y~llow Springs, Ohio. But it was a very important pro-
gram that Antioch was involved in commencing and it made real their 
commitment to anti-racism. Gut I t h ink that many of these things led, 
also combined with other things, to Antioch jumping out into such levels 
of experiment with education. I was very involv~d with what was called 
the First Year Program. That was another effort, along with the devel-
opment of satellite campuses thJt I thin k you now about - these things 
ultimately destroyed Antioch; that expansion with very little structure 
to back it up; certainly no financing finally led to ~ery drastic blows 
against Antioch from which it's still trying to recover. 
But I am grate f u 1 over - al 1 , I i.•; o u 1 d cert a i n l y say , for rny Anti o ch 
education. 
I think, one other thing and then I will shut up. The Francis 
Parker School in Chicago, though a private school, was a progressive 
stream private school. And I must say that the faculty that I had 
when I was there were all socialists of some sort or another, and 
somewhat open about it. I remember walking into Monthly_Review_ 
M!i!!in~•s headquarters in New Yor k . Upon people there learning that 
I had gone to Francis W. Parker , they really greeted me totally enthus-
iastically because they had been close associates of my 8th grade 
teacher a.t Francis Parker, Sarah Greenabaum, who had been one of the 
founders on Monthly_Review_Magazine. which is one of the lonqest, 
independent, radical revie\•1s/ma gaz ·ines in the country, which this year 
.. 
l::'..lci / l,.j/ ':;l l'·lHt:=i \..,ULLt:~t: 
1 J 
will celebrate its 50th anniversary as an independent socialist maga-
zine . 
Smith. What did you do after graduation? ,, 
Nesbitt. After graduation from Antioch, I started at Columb -la UnivP.r-
s i t y w i t h a C O 1 u m b i 8 u n ; V e I" ! ; t y F cl C u l t y F e 1 l O w s h i p ' I t O 111 y l a s t e d r O t· 
a year because at the end of '68, I was, along with other White and 
. 
Black students, who took over and occupied Columbia University protest-
ing against its expansions unsol 1cited expansion, into Harlem Black 
community and also protesting against its involvement with think tanks 
serving the U.S. occupation in the war in Vietnam. 
Smith. What do you mean, expansion into Harlem? 
Nesbitt. Columbia was going to build a gym for Columbia students, exw 
elusively for Columbia students, which would have been predominantly 
White students, middle class White students, in the Harlem community. 
Just taking it over. And that was one of the reasons we protested, 
particularly Black students at Columbia. It led to what was a month-
long occupation, sit-in. It was a1so one of the initial points of pro-
testing Columb1a 1 s involvement with South Africa. But it never ... it 
took years before Columbia would finally divest. That involvement in 
that action led me to basically losing my fellowship at Columbia. And 
about the same time I lost my fellowship, I lost my student status and 
was drafted. I fled the country and went back to Tanzania to work for 
the Mozambique Liberation Front as a school teacher. This would have 
been 1968-69. 
Smith. How long were you there? 
Nesbitt. About two years, at the end of which my rnother was dying of 
cancer. I had to come back to the United States. Why I didn't get 
j a i l e d or d r a ft e d \111 en I returned , I d o n I t under s ta r1 d to t h i s day . '.·! 1, e n 
------
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I came back to the United States in 70-71, I got very involved in a 
11tt1e alternative high school on the West Side of Ch1cago called St. 
Mary's Center for learning, which was a ,citadel of a lot of good pro-
gressive education, very oriented toward Paulo Freire and that kind of 
thing, big adult education program at night. It ultimately died 
because the monies were cut by the Catholic Archdiocese~ among other 
things. The City Colleges also cut off their monies for this very 
innovative and politicized student body. And then also, out of that 
St. Mary's Center for Learning High School, the day school, there were 
a number of my students who were all very close to the Black Panther 
Party, a lot of them in fact. It was a remarkable period. It was a 
period of struggle and of confrontation. 
I was telling students of mine at the Art Institute who are saying 
to me that, because of this current period where the Art Institute and 
the rights of artists to do their work freed from censorship where the 
students are being daily confronted~ many of my~tudents were saying 
that they had headaches all the time. Well, I think we lived in a 
period of headaches, constant headaches. When you are involved in a 
struggle, you are invo1ved in headac hes. 
Smith. What did you teach? 
Nesbitt. I taught Black Studies on the high school level and, I insist-
ed to the school but it neve worke d out~ we were going to try to get a 
curriculum that would meet th a needs of all of the students there. The 
school was about one-third Black, one-third Latino, and one-third 
I t a 1 i a ri • ~,/ h a t I w a s p u s h i n g f o r ~-1 a .s f o r t h e s c h o o 1 t o t e a c h a 1 l o f 
thocc g~oupo 1 hioto~i~~ on~ eul~u~e~ I of! a 1 ; a l"t C t u ~I ~ ~ ~ , [J 1 ~, ~ I-; C '!!. u J '~ e. -~ ~ 
Latino Studies - and req.u1re everyone of the students to take all of 
those things. We never quite got 1· 0 that prdnt 
.., _.,,I I oJ '--' t • We were certainly 
uu,·· J....J / '=1..L .l....J1..JO 
mov1ng in that direction when the schoo1 finally closed its doors. 
Smith. What was the enrollment? 
Nesbitt. I think it was about 3 or~ hundred. We also had a very big 
I , 
adult education night•school with nearly one thousand students. It was 
an open campus on the city's near West Side near the Veterun 1 s Hospital. 
Hosp1tal. And we had a great d~a1 of struggle with dope and with dope 
. 
tak1ng over the school. I went -back to that school after the 69-70 
period in 1975-76. And actually I think I was the last commencement 
speak~r for the last graduating class of the school before it perma-
nently closed. 
Smith. What is it now? 
Nesbitt. Nothing. Even the facility was torn down. What's left of it 
now, which was the nun's residence, is now part of the Veteran's Admin-
istration Hospital. It sits there as a single building on the southside 
of Taylor just west of Oamen. 
Smith. I would like to go on but am going to stop you here. What are 
some of the things you worked for in the 60s thot are now institution-
alized? Are there things that you see that people now just take for 
granted? 
Nesbitt. Wel), I think that amongst them ... Well, I think some are but 
I don 1 t think nearly as many gains like that have been ·reaperl as one 
would think. I think one would be the ab11it1es of people to struggle 
together, at times. Although it's certainly not as ... Oh, T.'rn riot even 
sure that that's institutiona1i1.ed. 
Certainly one would be the right of people to vote and to vote 
f r,e e d from the rn a chi n e or from the st n t e prevent i n g you from it . I • r~ 
talking about legal gains. I think certainly schools have been much 
more opened up tr1an 1,"lhat they were earlier. Gut on the other hand. the 
.l...J ■ ...JI I ·1HL..J •-□LEESE L,111:::J 
economic constraints against going to schools are greater now than what 
t h e y we r e e a r 1 i e r . T h e re w a s a p e r i o d ,,., h e n I t h i n k t h e r e w a;s a g r e a t e r 
comm1tment to institutions providing monies for minority and Third 
; 
World peoples to go ___ That was a gain for awhile. Gut I think, again, 
now cloaked under economic constraints, schools are making it more dif-
ficult to get in. 
Social relations between different groups are, in some areas of 
the country, much more open and possible than earlier. I C:..n.Jl remember 
a period when inter-racial dating - I can remember being stopped by a• 
highway patrolman driving across Indiana fro~ Chicago and being charged 
with miscegenation by a highway patrolman because of having a White 
woman who went to Antioch with me in the car with me. And at that time 
Indiana had on the books laws against inter-racial sex. So this high-
way patrolman pig pulled me over and was charging me, literally, with 
miscegenation. And we were brought before a justice of the peace. The 
justice of the peace didn't even know what the law was. He didn 1 t know 
what the word even was when the pol iceman first presented us. By this 
time, I had called a lawyer and the lawyer was getting ready to come up 
from Dayton, Ohio to this little town in northern Indiana, over towards 
the Ohio border somewhere, when the judge decided that he just didn 1 t 
know enough about it to fight it, so he dismissed the case. 
I also can remember, in southern Ohio, I can remember us having Ku 
Klux Klan people, not only rallying and burning crosses on the homes of 
various liberal professors la wns and stuff - but I can remember Kl ans 
people shooting on wr:~ek-en d s at cur dcrm ·itory rooms. And I remember cJ 
young child who got shot off a bike, a young black girl, a or 9, shot 
a n d k i 1 1 e d o f f a b i k ~ vi h e r e s f1 e ,,-4 a s r i d i n g o n t Ii e b u s k e t I 1 a n d 1 e b a r s o f 
a g u Y t h a t w a s a s t u d e n t , a f r i e n d o f m i n e , a i•J h i t e g u y . A r I d t 11 e K l a n 
r- -- - - - - - - - - - - - - -------~ -- - - . - - . - . ~ - ---~-08/ 13/ 91 13:38 NAES COLLEGE ~11 
people shot her right off his bicycle. 
Smith. Were there charges ever brought? 
Nesbitt. Nope. But Antioch was so hat~d in southern Ohio, especially 
by the surrounding cities. They just hated us with a passion. 
Smit~. So you do not see chQnges that would give us hope that things 
are better? 
Nesbitt. Well, I see those gains and improvements as either being erod-
ed or being attacked. For example, I would certainly sny that I helped 
i n u n i o n o r g a n i z i n g w o r k e v e n w h e n I vi a s a t A n t i o c h • I r e m e m b e r h e l p -
ing to organize as part of one of my co-op jobs at the New York NYU 
Hospital on 34th and 1st Avenue, the Institute for Physical Medicine and 
Rehabilitation, and I was helping Local 1199. And in those years, the 
60s, were very much people fighting for the right t-0 unionize and for 
the gains that came from having certain protection of having co1lect1ve 
bargaining in social security, hea1th care and so forth. Well all that 
stuff is being rapidly eroded , alt hough we qained it at one time to a 
certain part of working conditions. But with the last 8 to 10 years, 
we've seen steady erosion of those rights. 
Smith. The Reagan Administration? 
Nesbitt. The Reagan Administration and the post-Reagan Administration. 
Smith. Can you think of some issues from the 60s that you were convin-
ced were important which you now feel are not particularly important? 
Nesbitt. I think one that was certainly important to me at one point 
would have been the battle over certa1n conservation issues that 1 was 
very early exposed to because of the e xposure in Africa. 
S m i t h • E n v ·i r o n rn e n t a 1 s t u f f ? 
Nesbitt. Environmental stuff: water issues, wildlife issu~s, preser-
vation of wildlife. I don't t hink th at those are now nearly as i~nor-
~ \\a 
tant on the pr1ority 11st of issues a$ what they would have been to me 
earlier. 
The issue of infiltration of groups and surveillance cif citizens, 
spy ·i n g on c i ti z ens i n the Uni t e d St ate sr was of bi g import u n c 0 i n the 
late 60s and 70s. I think it is just assumed now. We have to function 
with it as a reality and I think we have no real vehicles for fighting 
i t . 
Smith. Can you think back to some major failure that makes you wince? 
Nesbitt. Oh, since this is a confidential interview, one of the biggest 
would have been the failure of my generation of activists to achieve 
the goals of real equality between sexes in the struggle. I remember 
v e r y mu c h t h e t e r m s u r f a c i n g o f II h e a v y . 11 S o a n d s o w a s a " h e a v y . 11 
Heavies always were men. And there was very much a tendancy of men 
dominating the movements and women did all the work. Or certainly men 
having various relations with different women. And I think that w6s 
even more pervasive in the Black community than 1n the White community, 
that machoism, the p1ethora of different ownership kinds of relation-
s h i p s . A n d I d o n I t s a y t h a t a s a n y a r c h a n g e 1 . B u t I t 1, i n k i t ·j s o n c~ 
of the areas where we failed that I wince about. 
Smith. Let me ask you what you th1nk the major lessons were that came 
out of the 60s. 
Nesbitt. When you ask me this question of the major lessons that c~me 
out of the 60s, that is something that leaps to my mind. Three things. 
Number one, the failure of various mu1tip1e-groups, diversified 
different groups who are all suffering from the same structural causes 
in the United States - I mean Asians, Blacks, Latinos, Indians, poor 
~vhites, working Whites - to come together and to see the commonal ·it ·ies 
o f t h e i r s t r u g g 1 e . T h a t • s o n e . T h a t f c i l u r e me a n t t h a t t !1 c s t r ~1 c t u r c s 




of oppression ; n th ·l 5 country could continue to dominate. 
Number t\AJO was the failure to develop a new style of leadership i n 
,, 
the 60s and the 70s w h ;.:ch would supercede the sort of "great man 11 ego-
1st1c territorial type turf leadership that we see characterized many 
of the civil rights movements and were ~dopted by Native American move-
ments and Mexican movements. So there is never a collective leadership 
s t y 1 e t h a t \>.J a s d e v e l o p e d • I t w a s a 1 v-1 a y s a g r e a t m a n o r g r e a t w o m a n w h o 
was at the pyramid. And- it was a replication of the very types of 
leadership that came from the very enemy we were f1ght1ng against. And 
we therefore often duplicated structures of inequity and unfairness and 
domination without allowing for nRrti~1r~tion of _people, the very kinds 
of things that happened structurally within the system in the United 
States. 
A n d I t h i n k a t h i r d t h i n g ~~ a s , a n d r e l a t e d t o t h i s , w a s t h a t t 11 e r c 
were never enough young people coming fcrward and letting youth come 
forward and grow and move forward. So that you get 1n the Black com-
munity, Black leadership now, this whole bunch of has-beens who sit up 
on top, supposedly spoken of as the representatives of t~1e Black com-
munity when there are other many. many impressive young 131uck men and 
women leadership in th~ir 30s ~nd 40s. 
Smith. Whose failure is it? 
Nesbitt. I think it was our failure to develop a clear enough picture 
and strategies and principles that would assert collective leadership 
and the encouragement of young people to move forward. I t!1ink it was 
our fa'ilure. 
S rn i t t, , Y c u d o n I t t h i n k i t v, ,,. s a o u r t o f c n o r, t a t i o ri ? 
Nesbitt. Well, I think often cooptation was another part of this, cer-
t a i n l y i n t h e 6 0 s , t. h e 7 0 s . T h e \." h o 1 e M o d e 1 C i t i c s t h ·i n g ; J o h n s o n I s 
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Great Society crap and all that; and then the physical ~limination .of 
so many young Black and Latino leaders. Physical. Things like the 
Cointelpro Program, where the FBI just ahot peopl@ down. And the 
FBI memo, 11 we must prevent the emergence of Black leadership that could 
u n i f y a n d e l e c t r i f y t h e [3 l a c k m a s s e s • ii A n d w a s a n e x a c t q u o t a . S o y o u 
had phys1cally numbers of people who were just killed. 
Smith, Would Job corps be a part of that physical removal? 
Nesbitt. Job Corps helped to remove the base of many of those who could 
have been a source of mere leaders 1 ike that and the source of a radi-
cal constituency and a radical mass movement. I think we don't know 
how close we were in the late 60s, early 70s to the dev~lopment· of a 
truly transforming politics in the United States. I think that this 
structure knows that we were close to a really - it was on a global 
level. 1968 had the potential of being a moment of structurally tr~ns-
~~f'~~"'~ 
cending, structurally t~•nsceAtjing and changing these mechanisms of 
power in the United States. It was a revolutionary moment really. And 
I think we never realized fully - some people did - rea11ze fully how 
incredibly close we were. But again and again our own divisions and 
failures to understand what the enemy was - who the enemy was. We got 
Cilught in race again and again and again as one of the most divisive 
obstacles that divided up the progressive movements in this country, 
one from another. And we are still paying that price. 
